250     OR/GIN .L\'D EARLY HISTORY  OF  THE  SEJt&S.

centuries of the Christian era small, scattered colonies
of Serbs settled in the Peninsula; some of the colonists
ma}' have come from choice, others may have been
brought there as prisoners of war.    But it was not till
the middle of the sixth century that they appeared
in South-Eastern Europe in large numbers, plundering
and ravaging the country south of the Danube in all
directions.    The Greek Emperors of Constantinople,
who at that time held the whole  Peninsula as far as
that river beneath their sway, were at first too much
occupied with wars and invasions in other parts of
their dominions to pay much heed to this new invasion
of strangers.    In fact, the Emperor Ilcraclius about
the year 620 actually encouraged the -Serbs to cross
the Danube and settle on the right  bank, in order
that they might serve as a buffer against the assaults
of a much more dangerous race, the Avars, who in
the  seventh   century  were  the   fiercest   of   all   the
Empire's barbarous foes.   The Serbs were accordingly
permitted to occupy a large tract of territory in the
western part of the Peninsula.    They displaced the
old Illyrian inhabitants of the Adriatic coast, made
the present city of Ragusa their capital, and stretched
as far  south as  Macedonia, including what is now
Montenegro   in   their   settlements.     Belgrade,   the
present Servian capital, belonged to them, but was
not regarded as a place of much importance.    Thus,
by about 650 A.D., the Serbs had set their mark upon
a considerable portion of the Balkan lands.    Recog-
nising the  more  or  less  nominal  authority  of the
Greek   Emperor,  to  whom they  paid tribute, they
lived under a government of their own, obeying their